EZRA 1

God Moves Hearts

INTRODUCTION:


How does God move hearts to live in His Will?  Are our paths already drawn out for us, or are we able to seek His plans for us somewhere else?  There are a number of ways to look for God’s will in our lives, but the most powerful and tangible way sits in front of us, in the palms of our hands.  The Bible is God’s most powerful way of communicating His Will in our lives, and as Romans 10:17 reads in the King James, “Faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the Word of God.”  Today’s lesson is out of the first chapter of Ezra, where we see how the Word of God affects not just those that follow Him, but also how God uses circumstances and surroundings in order to do His will.   I want us to see how God used common men to perform powerful works in His Name, how the words of these men created a stir in the heart of a Ruler, and how God keeps His promises to those that are in His Will.  If there is one thing we need to take from this lesson it is that whenever God closes a door, he always opens another for us, but we have to be the ones to find it.
HISTORY:


God had exiled His people to Babylon for 70 years because of their refusal to repent of their sins.  God had given a great deal of time to His people so that they might turn from their ways, but unlike the people of Nineveh who were warned by Jonah, they kept on going down 

Ezra starts out in the year in 536 B.C., when Babylon fell to the Persians. The new Persian monarch was Cyrus II, or Cyrus the Great.  According to the biblical record, Cyrus issued a decree authorizing the Jews to return to their homeland.  Why is this so important for us to understand how God’s will works?  It is a clear illustration of how limitless and timeless His Word and will are.  

VERSE BY VERSE:


Look at verse 1

“Now in the first year of Cyrus King of Persia, in order to fulfill the word of the Lord by the prophet Jeremiah, the Lord stirred up the spirit of Cyrus king of Persia, so that he sent a proclamation throughout all his kingdom and put it in writing saying,”  Let’s Stop here for a second.


Ok, what words seem to stand out first?  To me, the phrase “in order to fulfill the word of the Lord” shouts out volumes.  Isaiah specifically mentions Cyrus as being the one who would free Israel from bondage (Chapter 44).  Jeremiah 25:12 stated that the Lord “would punish the king of Babylon and that nation.”  Jeremiah later writes in 29:10, “For thus says the Lord, ‘When 70 years have been complete for Babylon, I will visit you and fulfill My good word to you, to bring you back to this place.”  Three powerful statements; three powerful promises by the Lord to those who He cares for.  

With this much power behind His Word, God was set to make His will known to those that would do His work and to those that would be delivered.  Can you imagine Cyrus, hearing his name in the scriptures that these people hold dear?  It’s little wonder that his heart was moved to fulfill the promise.  God’s word has that effect on people, then and now.  
QUESTION:  Can you relate a situation today where God’s Word has an effect how we might see God’s Will?

Let’s look a little further into the text (V2-4):


“Thus says Cyrus king of Persia, ‘The Lord, the God of heaven, has given me all the kingdoms of the earth, and He has appointed me to build Him a house in Jerusalem, which is in Judah.


'Whoever there is among you of all His people, may his God be with him! Let him go up to Jerusalem which is in Judah and rebuild the house of the LORD, the God of Israel; He is the God who is in Jerusalem.

‘And every survivor, at whatever place he may live, let the men of that place support him with silver and gold, with goods and cattle, together with a freewill offering for the house of God which is in Jerusalem.’

Essentially, God had closed a door to Israel for a time.  It wasn’t to be cruel or harsh, but to show them the right direction they needed to go in and to discipline them for their abuse of their faith.  Cyrus is opening the door for Israel to return home, and helping open an even bigger door—one that leads them to a fresh start and a chance to rebuild on the foundation God laid down.  Let’s take time out to look at another time when God closed a door to some of his followers.  Turn to Acts 16, starting at the 6th verse.

“They passed through the Phrygian and Galatian region, having been forbidden by the Holy Spirit to speak the word in Asia; 

 
and after they came to Mysia, they were trying to go into Bithynia, and the Spirit of Jesus did not permit them; 

 
and passing by Mysia, they came down to Troas. 

 
A vision appeared to Paul in the night: a man of Macedonia was standing and appealing to him, and saying, "Come over to Macedonia and help us." 

 
When he had seen the vision, immediately we sought to go into Macedonia, concluding that God had called us to preach the gospel to them.” 

Why would God close a door in the first place?
How can a closed door be a blessing? 
ILLUSTRATION:

When Andy Griffith, star of the classic TV show that bore his name, entered his fifties, he found it increasingly hard to find work in Hollywood, and his personal finances were starting to grow tighter.  He wrote in Guideposts that finally he and his wife Cindi decided that they were going to move to Andy’s home state of North Carolina; so they put their home up for sale and waited for a buyer.  Unfortunately, the real estate market was down, and no one gave them a decent offer.  Months passed and Andy grew more depressed.

Cindi then started to talk to him about not moving, and staying put in Hollywood.  There was one change—instead of waiting around for a job, they would seek out positions at the sources.  They sat in the lobby of the talent agency he worked with, talked to the agents, and went to lunch with them.  Eventually the work started to come in: 4 TV movies that year, including the pilot for a show that ended up running for 9 years—Matlock.  


To answer the question plainly, sometimes a closed door is a signpost from God.  He has a better way for us to go, but we have to seek Him.  And that is exactly what the Israelites have been asked by Cyrus to do, not only that he was going to give them the financial backing they needed in order to do God’s will.  In short, if they were feel moved, then get up and move!  And the Israelites and their neighbors responded!

(V5-6)


“Then the heads of fathers' households of Judah and Benjamin and the priests and the Levites arose, even everyone whose spirit God had stirred to go up and rebuild the house of the LORD which is in Jerusalem. 


All those about them encouraged them with articles of silver, with gold, with goods, with cattle and with valuables, aside from all that was given as a freewill offering.”


When Cyrus’ proclamation went out, His people responded as the family heads of Benjamin and Judah, as well as the priests and Levites, prepared to go to Jerusalem.  But what was even more powerful was that Israel’s neighbors pitched in and gave to the cause.  God’s will often has this effect on those that listen.  Remember what was said at the beginning of the lesson about Romans 10:17?  When God speaks, we hear, and then we react.  God stirred the hearts of the Israelites, Cyrus, and those within the kingdom of Cyrus.  


This building up helps us to see how each of us needs to step out and aid those that need the Lord the most.  Last night, I had a phone call and a girl I know notified me that her boyfriend, a solid Christian young man, had some tragic news.  His father had stopped breathing and died just about 20 minutes earlier.  I was working out some of the details for today, but I knew what needed to be done.  No matter what, I had to see about my Christian brother and his family.  Like him, his mother knows Christ, but the tragedy was that his father was lost.  They had tried witnessing to him, begging him to go to church, but he flatly refused.  Even though he shrugged off every effort they made, as well as Christians who tried to aid them, they never stopped trying to help him see the awesome power of Christ.  Words cannot describe what the family is feeling.  But God knows that there will be those in His Church and in His Will that will step up and stand by them no matter what.  Cyrus sought to do as much for the Israelites as He could, fulfilling God’s promise to His people.
(V7-11)

“Also King Cyrus brought out the articles of the house of the LORD, which Nebuchadnezzar had carried away from Jerusalem and put in the house of his gods; 


and Cyrus, king of Persia, had them brought out by the hand of Mithredath the treasurer, and he counted them out to Sheshbazzar, the prince of Judah. 


Now this was their number: 30 gold dishes, 1,000 silver dishes, 29 duplicates;  30 gold bowls, 410 silver bowls of a second kind and 1,000 other articles.
 
All the articles of gold and silver numbered 5,400. Sheshbazzar brought them all up with the exiles who went up from Babylon to Jerusalem.”

Cyrus wanted to make sure everything was accounted for and that the provisions would aid the Israelites back to rebuilding the Temple.  5400 articles which had been taken by Nebuchadezzar were returned to the exiles.  God’s Word and His Will had motivated the king to do what was necessary in order to restore the remnant’s worship—not the idolatry that had been the problem in Isaiah’s time, but true worship of the Lord.


Is there a difference between Religion and Worship?


Religion is about order, process, and works.


Faith is about freedom, humility, and love.


As Christians, we should be willing to be humble before the Lord, and understand that we don’t meet together each Lord’s Day in order to serve our own “religious” needs, but that we assemble as saints to serve the Lord with all our heart, mind, and spirit.  If we allow our faith to be bogged down with keeping certain rules and opinions or completely denying the Gospel plan of salvation, we risk suffocating our growth, and quench the Spirit.  The Jews had been redeemed, and sought to rebuild their faith.  Unfortunately, over the course of time between the rebuilding of the temple and the birth of Christ, the law became so constrictive and filled once again with man’s laws that God’s Will once again took a backseat.  It was only through the life of Christ that God’s ultimate promise to us was fulfilled.  No longer would man-made doctrine be the answer, but His plan for redeeming those that sought Him—Just like the Israelites in Cyrus’ time.  
CONCLUSION:


Today is no different that back in the day of Cyrus.  Why you may ask?  God still provides for those that seek His will out.  He has given us a number of tools to use in order to find out how He works in our lives.  The bible is our #1 source, and in it we can see where people made mistakes, corrected and resolved conflicts, sought out God, and even a few that completely turned their backs to Him.  

There are also more ways to find where God wants us to go.  Men who have studied the Word diligently have written a number of helpful books to aid us in discerning God’s Word.  Concordances, dictionaries, workbooks, Sunday School Lessons, and sermons all possess the potential to aid us in the study if God’s will. In this building today, there are a number of people who have been through some tough times spiritually, and have persevered.  God’s will in their lives has shown through and they are able to share that in their stories and experiences.  

Seek God out and take charge.  Isn’t it said that we need to study to show ourselves approved?  When we study His Word, we are also studying a part of His Will.  So continue seeking His face through the Scriptures, work with those that seek Him in their lives, and build up one another to aid in building up the Kingdom.  By doing these simple tasks, The Lord will help us to better grasp His will in our own lives.  
